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Introduction

In July 1997, upon the return of sovereignty to China, Hong Kong will step into
a new era in history. To mark this memorable occasion, the Urban Council,
Hong Kong specially presents this thematic exhibition ‘Reunion and Vision’
with the joint organization by the Hong Kong Museum of Art and the Hong Kong
Artists’ Association. This exhibition features selected works by members of the
Hong Kong Artists’ Association and the Urban Council Fine Arts Award Winners,
displaying artists’ responses and visions towards the reunification of Hong
Kong to her motherland as well as revealing the local art scene today.

Through this reunion with our motherland, we can acquire a more direct
understanding of our cultural tradition. Only by grasping one’s tradition can
one have a basis to derive innovations and future visions. The Chinese artistic
tradition provides all sorts of nutrients. | believe that different kinds of art are
like different species of flowers which take root and bloom on different soils.
Flowers in vases might bloom in a thousand different ways, but they are merely
cuttings without roots and will never bear any fruit. The accumulation of culture
is like organic growth. In order to achieve their ends, artists must use whatever
means it takes. They should apply whatever materials and techniques they
have at their disposal, whether they are Chinese or Western. What matters
most is the spirit they want to express. Your culture is in your blood. The
thicker the blood, the stronger the influence. The kind of art you make depends
on the kind of person you are.

The exhibition features more than eighty items of art works, including Chinese
painting and calligraphy, Western painting, print-making, sculpture, ceramics,
mixed media and installation. The artistic styles and themes are varied. Ink
painters Koo Mei, Cheng Ming and Poon Chun-wah depict the majesty of
landscape to express their good wishes for the homeland. Hung Hoi, Chui Tze-
hung, Chan Bing-shek and Mak Wing record scenic spots of Hong Kong,
conveying their passion for the city. Poon Kar-chor paints skyscrapers of Hong
Kong through geometrical abstract expression while Wong Hau-kwei treats the
similar theme in a realistic manner. Both of their works reveal the prosperity of
this international metropolis. Mok Su-fan and Poon Cheuk-kwan visualize the
scene of bustle and excitement on the reunion day. Calligraphers Chan Man-
kit, Jat See-yeu and Ng Ching-fu make poems and verses to praise the return
of sovereignty of Hong Kong to China, voicing their hopes for a better future.

On the other hand, many artists use symbols and icons as metaphors of their
visions towards life. Wong Wing-sing, Helen Kwok and Chan Tin-boo use
blossoming flowers as a symbol of the resplendency of life. Liu Siu-jane and Li
Ki-kwok both employ seeds to symbolize the vitality of life. In Van Lau’s work,
the dove is a symbol of peace. Chung Tai-fu’s boat carrying gold is a metaphor
of the transition of Hong Kong from a fishing port to a financial centre. Kam
Chi-keung creates an ox-shaped installation to signify the assiduousness of
local people and their contribution to society. In addition, both works of Kan
Tai-keung and Norman Ko express the intimate relationship between mother
and child, through images such as hand in hand and heart with heart, signifying
the reunion of Hong Kong with China, the motherland.



Reunion and Visien -
Contemporary Hong Keng Art 1997

Artistic production is an indispensable part of ‘cultural production’ in human
society. Any creative activity in relation to art by modern man is simply a reflection
of the cultural lifestyle of human beings in a particular time and particular space.
Since this cultural life is dependent on the continuation of time and extension of
space, any artistic production cannot but be strongly influenced by the
combination of time and space. Under the ‘multi-cultural’ policy of Hong Kong,
local artists seemed to produce a great variety of works. But actually, many of
them are lack of originality and was ridiculed by the experts.

In 1994, the renowned ltalian art critic Mr. Oliver Bonito, who was one of the
adjudicators of the Contemporary Hong Kong Art Biennial said some outrageous
things about Western media works of local artists who participated in the Biennial
which lingered in the memory: ‘Judging by the standards of contemporary
international art, the majority of entries by Hong Kong artists are nothing but
pastiche of modern Western art without any claim to originality. This Biennial
should not grant any award to any of the entries.” He also suggested that the
Museum should leave an exhibition area vacant as a warning to Hong Kong
artists that their work was a complete blank. By now, many participants and
artists in that year’s Biennial might have no more recollection of that scene. Itis
not that we were shocked by his remarks. Rather, his uncompromising depiction
of the long-standing truth in Hong Kong art made all those present ashamed.
Actually, even before Mr. Oliver made those remarks, we were already deeply
conscious of the grave chronic disease which plagued the local culture and art.
We had never expected the Government to show sincerity in building Hong
Kong culture and art. Nor did the Government have the obligation to formulate
a healthy and comprehensive macro policy for the development of the territory’s -
culture and'art. Where should Hong Kong art in the 90’s go? Hong Kong artists
have no idea. On the eve of Hong Kong’s reversion to China, let us once again
examine this question which has been in our mind for so long.

Culture is something that infiltrates into every part of people’s lives, shaping
their trend of thought and ideology. If Hong Kong’s reversion to China were
merely a matter of sovereignty, it would not be so complicated. However, the
doubts and arguments that ensue from the principle of ‘one country, two
systems’ and the psychological conflicts that arise from the cultural background
are major issues. These conflicts are certain to affect the prosperity and stability
of society after 1997. There is no question about the return of sovereignty on 1
July, 1997. Yet on a psychological level, it involves the questions of a sense of
social belonging and cultural identification, which have a complex relationship.
In order for someone to have a sense of belonging, the most important
prerequisite is cultural identification. Without cultural identification, there will be
no guidance for the selection, absorption or re-creation of art and culture. The
multiculture or hybrid culture embraced by most Hong Kong people is
diametrically opposed to cultural identification.



All along, the Hong Kong Government has declared that it has no fixed cultural
policy, implying that it adopts an open attitude toward culture. Yet the truth is
otherwise. The cultural structure of a capitalist or industrial-commercial society
is made up of three integral parts. The first partis ‘commercial culture’ | i.e.
cultural merchandise. The second part is educational, cultural and entertainment
activities organized and controlled by the Government using public resources.
The third part is non-profit-making, voluntary private cultural work. While
commercial culture is regulated by the market mechanism, private culture is
promoted by individuals with ideals. Cultural and entertainment activities are
not the equivalent of culture. Such activities organized with government resources
lack long term planning and a macro view. They are also wanting in a
consciousness of cultural education and system. As such, they are disjointed,
fragmentary, confused, and lacking in purpose. As a cosmopolitan city, Hong
Kong is rich in cultural information. However, faced with the masses of cultural
patterns, Hong Kong people have not benefited much from the multi-culture.
i Instead, induced by the hybrid culture, they imitate and worship blindly and drift
with the tide. Satisfied with the present, they have no historical sense or any
. great purpose in life. They do not feel a sense of cultural belonging to society.
- They have lost the sense of duty to make greater contribution to society and the

people by stimulating the masses, giving meaning to life as well as strengthening
the creative drive through culture.

The colonial days are now over and the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
Government has been set up. However, apart from the smooth transition in
political and economic aspects, in the field of art and culture, we do not see any
new hope yet. The colonial multi-cultural mentality still haunts the territory. There
is no doubt that Hong Kong art will not see any significant advances in the short
term. The hybrid culture still dominates our art development. With regard to the
cultural life of this society, the policies and measures have remained the same
as during the time of the ‘cultural and entertainment activities” of the 80'’s.

In the early 90’s, the Performance Development Council was reorganized into
the Arts Development Council. But it was not until 1995 and 1996 that the Arts
Development Council and the Urban Council came up with a so-called Five
Year Plan after consulting the views of the public, which is both crude and lacking
in expertise and seriousness. Since the Hong Kong Government has no
comprehensive and macro cultural and arts policy and the hybrid culture continues
to prevail, the Five Year Plan is but cold comfort to Hong Kong art and culture
ailed by chronic disease. The smooth transition of the political system has enabled
the multi-culture or hybrid culture to extend its life span and continue to exert its
influence. The colourful culture will continue to lead our art into the impasse of
being devoid of originality.

VAN Lau
Chairman
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